Is there a risk of human poisoning by azaspiracids from shellfish harvested at the Portuguese coast?
Azaspiracid poisoning (AZP), the most recently discovered human gastrointestinal illness resulting from consumption of contaminated shellfish, so far has been found in coastal areas of northern Europe. This is the first report of a survey carried out for contamination of shellfish harvested in costal areas of Portugal for the presence of azaspiracids. The study design covered the commercial species usually more contaminated by toxins from dinoflagellates (blue mussel, common cockle, donax clam) in coastal areas representative of the NW, SW and south coasts. A method based on liquid chromatography-mass spectrometry was setup for the first time for this purpose. No azaspiracids were found on 300 samples tested between 2002 and 2003. On at least three samples a peak with a retention time matching that of AZA2 was found, never surpassing one tenth of the current EU limit. Unambiguous identification of any known AZA did not occur yet. The risk for human outbreaks of AZP seems to be very low, comparatively with amnesic shellfish poisoning (ASP), where levels close to the allowance level are found sparsely, or to diarrhetic shellfish poisoning (DSP) and paralytic shellfish poisoning (PSP), where high levels and registered human outbreaks have been found in recent years.